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Politics, Culture Wars, and the Good Book:
Recent Controversies Over the Bible and
Public Education
The Bible was never legally banned from public schools. The
famous 1963 U.S. Supreme Court case Abington v. Schempp
prohibited state-sponsored devotional reading of the Bible in public
school classrooms, but explicitly left open the possibility of objective,
nonsectarian, academic study of the Bible. One passage from that
decision declared, “It might well be said that one’s education is not
complete without a study of comparative religion or the history of
religion and its relationship to the advancement of civilization. It
certainly may be said that the Bible is worthy of study for its literary
and historic qualities. Nothing we have said here indicates that such
study of the Bible or of religion, when presented objectively as part of
a secular program of education, may not be effected consistently with
the First Amendment.”1 Four decades later, no one knows exactly how
many public schools offer courses on the Bible, but the number does
not seem to be great.2
Recent months have witnessed an attempt to revive Bible
courses as a more widespread phenomenon. The debate in Odessa,
Texas in 2005 captured national and even international media
attention. The first half of 2006 saw the introduction of legislation
affirming and in some cases funding Bible courses in multiple states.
The governor of Georgia signed such a bill into law—along with a
law allowing the erection of Ten Commandments monuments at
courthouses.3 On June 2, the governor of South Carolina approved a
bill allowing students to take off-campus Bible courses for elective
credit.4 Legislators in Alabama, Missouri, and Tennessee introduced
similar bills. Though none of these bills passed, the next legislative
cycle is certain to see a new round of Bible bills. The Alabama
Democratic Party, for example, has already announced a “Covenant
with Alabama” that includes a pledge to “require public schools to
offer Bible Literacy as part of their curriculum.”5
What does this trend say about American culture? I would argue
that these efforts reflect debates over a host of issues: the role of
public religion, the importance of the so-called “Judeo-Christian”
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tradition for the construction of American identity, the growing
pluralism of American society, the balance between free exercise of
religion and the prohibition of government establishment of religion,
the balance between the rights of the majority and the rights of the
minority, the attempts by some sectors of the Republican Party to
spread religion and by some sectors of the Democratic Party to “get
religion,” and the struggles at the state and local level to control what
is taught in schools. As has so often been the case, the classroom is on
the frontlines of these so-called culture wars. Students, and the Bible,
may end up as the losers. In this essay, I will provide an overview of
these recent controversies, beginning in Odessa and then moving to
the state legislation, with an eye on these types of issues.
In March 2005, the Ector County Independent School District in
Odessa, Texas received a letter from a conservative advocacy group,
the Alliance Defense Fund, asking it to offer a Bible course. The
letter was signed by several local citizens, including the mayor and a
state representative.6 Within a few weeks, a lawyer from the Alliance
Defense Fund addressed the board. “The Bible,” he argued, “was
the foundation and blueprint for our Declaration of Independence,
for our Constitution, and our entire educational system.” This
lawyer was also affiliated with another organization: the National
Council on Bible Curriculum in Public Schools. He asked the board
to consider the National Council’s course and claimed that it had an
illustrious history.7
The National Council on Bible Curriculum in Public Schools was
founded in 1993 in Greensboro, NC. Its goal is to “bring a state
certified Bible course (elective) into the public high schools
nationwide.”8 Its curriculum is co-sponsored by two groups
associated with what is commonly called the “Religious Right,” the
American Family Association and the Center for Reclaiming America
(they are reclaiming it for Christ). Its advisory board is filled
primarily with individuals associated with the Religious Right.9
Though the National Council claims that its curriculum has been
reviewed by “primary scholars,”10 its Board of Advisors includes no
individuals holding full-time positions in religious or theological
studies at accredited academic institutions. The National Council’s
curriculum consists only of a teacher’s guide; there is no textbook
2
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other than the Bible. As of August 2006, it claimed its curriculum
is in use in 365 school districts in 37 states—including 52 districts
here in Texas. In fact, these numbers are highly inflated; in the 20052006 school year, only 11 school districts in Texas used the
NCBCPS curriculum.11
After the March school board meeting, grassroots support in
Odessa for a Bible course grew quickly. Following the National
Council’s strategy, local supporters began circulating a petition,
which eventually swelled to 6400 signatures. The petition presented
the offering of a Bible course as a Constitutional right.
Some Odessa citizens, however, were concerned about the
National Council’s course. One was a Jewish parent who teaches
English at Odessa College, David Newman. Newman argued that the
council’s course appeared to advocate Christianity, and he made
his opposition clear. He noted that his daughter was already
occasionally on the receiving end of uncomfortable comments from
her classmates. Newman told the Dallas Morning News, “They’ll ask
her why ‘your people’ killed Jesus. Or if she knows that Jesus is her
savior . . . .” He continued, “I don’t think it’s hate. It’s just kids being
kids.”12 Newman’s protests drew considerable media attention and
raised the profile of the Odessa situation to the national level.
On April 26, the school board met with this issue as the principal
item on its agenda.13 According to the Odessa American,
approximately 300 people attended. Dozens more gathered outside,
some lining the streets, others caught up in ecstatic worship, singing,
clapping, praying, chanting, shouting, jumping up and down, running
in circles around a tree, and at times, seemingly speaking in tongues.
Inside, several citizens addressed the board, pleading for a course.
Some framed their petition in terms of cultural literacy, noting the
importance of the Bible on western culture. Others argued that the
Bible had a special role in American history. One noted that the first
reader used in American schools was the Bible. Another suggested
that Columbus was guided by the Bible to sail in 1492.
One citizen repeated quotes about the Bible that he attributed to a
host of famous historical figures, including Patrick Henry, James
Madison, Noah Webster, Thomas Jefferson, John Quincy Adam [sic],
Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln. He read Isaiah 33:22, “For the
3
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LORD is our judge, the LORD is our lawgiver, the LORD is our king;
he will save us.” He argued that Isaiah’s separate references to judge,
lawgiver, and king inspired the Founding Fathers to divide the
American government into three branches. Repeating an argument
found on the National Council’s website, he claimed that America had
entered into a period of social decline since widespread Bible reading
had been removed from public schools in 1963: “Over the years that
the Bible has been taken out—let’s say the last forty years . . . is [sic]
our schools better as far as discipline, as far as character, as far as
morality, as far as SAT scores?” Only one member of the public
offered words of caution, as did two members of the six-member
board of education. Nonetheless, the board voted 6-0 to offer a course
beginning in the fall of 2006. They decided to appoint a committee to
choose a curriculum for the course.
At this point I became involved—an improbability that still
surprises me. I had read about the situation in Odessa in the
newspapers and online, and I received e-mail news updates from
Texas Freedom Network (TFN), an Austin-based civil liberties
advocacy group.14 I contacted TFN and offered to evaluate the
National Council on Bible Curriculum’s materials from my
perspective as a New Testament scholar. TFN managed to get a copy
of the curriculum—no easy task, since the National Council closely
guards access to it, it is not found in any library, one can purchase
it (for $150) only from the council and no used copies are available
anywhere online—and sent it to me for review. An earlier version of
the curriculum, I later found out, had been reviewed by an education
professor,15 but I appear to have been the first professional scholar
in biblical, religious, or theological studies ever to lay eyes on
the National Council’s curriculum—and this, in its twelfth year
of existence.16
The contents of the curriculum almost defied belief.17 The book
was riddled with factual errors and it was obvious that it had not been
reviewed by scholars, contrary to the council’s claims. It contained
numerous sectarian claims advocating beliefs that are held by some
(not all) Christian groups but by virtually no one else. Most of these
revolved around inerrancy, the belief held by some Protestants that the
Bible is literally, historically, and scientifically true, with no errors. Its
4
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discussion of the Dead Sea Scrolls—arguing that the scrolls mention
Jesus, include passages from the New Testament, and were written by
Christian Jews—can only be characterized as tabloid scholarship. It
advocated showing creation science videos from the Creation
Evidence Museum in Glen Rose, Texas. These videos claim that the
earth is 6000 years old, was created in six days, and that humans and
dinosaurs roamed the earth together before being wiped out by Noah’s
flood. It presented an urban legend as fact, repeating the old story that
NASA had discovered a “missing day in time” that corresponded to
the story of the sun standing still in Joshua 10. It claimed that our
Founding Fathers intended America to be a distinctively Christian
nation, built on biblical principles, and implied that the Bible (that is,
the King James Version), more than the Declaration of Independence
or the Constitution, is the nation’s founding document. America, it
strongly suggested, should reclaim this purported Christian heritage.
In addition, the curriculum was extensively plagiarized, much of it
straight from uncited websites. Even the discussion of “Thou shalt not
steal” was plagiarized.
In my opinion, the curriculum does not appear to have been
a “good faith” effort to be academically mainstream, to model
academic honesty, or to avoid being sectarian. Rather than writing a
2-page letter, I wrote a 32-page report, which TFN released on August
1, 2005. As news of the report and the curriculum spread, scholars
across the country began offering endorsements of my report—
at least 185 scholars at schools across the country, including
colleagues in the Religious Studies Department and at Perkins
School of Theology.18
The National Council responded furiously, issuing an August 4
press release stating that the report had been written by anti-religion
extremists who were advocating totalitarianism and were trying to
ban the Bible from public schools. They denied that the report had any
merit at all, besides noting “a missing footnote or two.” On August 12,
however, they began discretely mailing out a version that apparently
relied heavily upon my report as a guide for revision. Less than
a month later, on September 9, the publication of the new version
was publicly announced by Chuck Norris at a news conference
in Washington DC. Though this revised version is an improvement
5
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over the earlier one, it is still troubling. Its overall quality remains
amateurish, much of it is still derived from online sources, and,
most troublingly, it still encourages a construction of American
identity as distinctively Christian—or, more specifically, distinctively
Protestant.19
The revised National Council curriculum was not the only Bible
curriculum to appear in September. Later that month, The Bible and
Its Influence, a textbook for public school usage, was published by a
Virginia-based nonprofit organization, the Bible Literacy Project.20 In
contrast to the National Council’s curriculum, this one was reviewed
by scholars from a wide range of backgrounds (Roman Catholics,
Protestants, Jews, and secular scholars) and from a wide range of
types of academic institutions (denominational and state schools;
colleges, universities, and seminaries). Neither a liberal nor a
conservative curriculum, it has been endorsed by individuals drawn
from across the political, social, and theological spectrum, including
notable evangelicals like Chuck Colson and Ted Haggard,
then-president of the National Association of Evangelicals. The
scholarly community has given it a mixed reception—some scholars
are very enthusiastic,21 some are disappointed,22 and some (myself
included) are somewhere in the middle. In my opinion, the Bible
Literacy Project textbook, though not perfect, is an improvement over
what is already being taught in some school districts.
With the publication of the Bible Literacy Project textbook,
Odessa now faced a choice of curricula. Soon, national advocacy
groups began lobbying the school district. The Anti-Defamation
League had issued a statement characterizing the revised National
Council curriculum as “unacceptable.”23 People for the American
Way issued a press release and sent a letter (its second letter,
actually) to the board advising it against using the National Council’s
materials.24 Texas Freedom Network made similar statements. The
American Family Association and Alliance Defense Fund, however,
vowed to bear the legal costs of any court challenge to the National
Council’s course.
Members of Odessa’s Jewish community continued to express
special concern about the National Council’s curriculum. David
Newman, the parent whose protests had first attracted media
6
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attention, continued to speak against it. A junior high English teacher,
also Jewish, echoed his complaints: “Seeing six thousand people on
their knees in prayer—that’s pretty intimidating if you’re a minority
in a community.” The teacher acknowledged that a majority of the
community wanted the National Council’s course, but, she said, just
because the majority wanted it did not make it okay. Describing the
National Council’s course at a public hearing, she observed, “I was
really struck by how many times my [Jewish] identity was meant to
be a stepping stone to something else, and that did not feel good. That
is not a course I would want my daughter to take.” At the same
public hearing, several other educators spoke in favor of the Bible
Literacy Project’s textbook.
The school board met again on December 2025—the same day
that the federal judge in Pennsylvania ruled that the teaching of
intelligent design in Dover’s public schools was unconstitutional.26
Fourteen members of the public addressed the board. Though both
curricula had their supporters, it was clear that the majority of the
assembled crowd favored the National Council. One school board
member referred to phone calls he had received from the community:
“The calls that I have received have said, ‘We want a Protestant in the
classroom, and we want a Protestant religious Bible class.’” He noted
the extremely problematic nature of such expectations. He and
another member expressed concerns about the feelings of Odessa’s
minority religions.
A third board member countered these objections: “The fact
remains,” he said, “that in the last 3 weeks I have received 140 phone
calls from my constituents and concerned parents and grandparents
who want their children to study the National Council curriculum.
I have had zero phone calls in support of the other curriculum . . . .
I don’t feel that I have any choice in this matter but to support
my constituents.”
A motion to use the National Council’s curriculum passed 4-2.27
Outside, demonstrators celebrated by singing a song associated with
the civil rights movement: “Victory is mine, Victory is mine, Victory
today is mine, I told Satan, Get thee behind, Victory today is mine.”
Apparently, the rejection of the Bible Literacy Project was seen as a
victory over demonic powers. The situation in Odessa was settled.
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In 2006, state-level initiatives to increase the number of Bible
courses replaced Odessa as the focal point of controversy. The first
bill (SB 736) was introduced by a Republican in the Missouri Senate
on January 4. It stated, in part, “that any public school district may
offer a class or classes in which the Bible is taught.” Perhaps the most
striking aspect of the bill was that it simply affirmed what the U.S.
Supreme Court had already declared legal decades earlier in Abington
v. Schempp. Since the bill introduced no change to the status quo,
one cannot help but wonder if its true purpose was to provide state
legislators with the opportunity to demonstrate to their constituents
that they are defenders of the Bible. The bill was placed on the
legislature’s informal calendar but never came up for a vote.
In Alabama and Georgia, Democrats and Republicans introduced
rival Bible bills, with Democrats taking the lead in both cases. These
bills not only affirmed Bible courses; they also offered state funding
for them. On January10, a Democratic Representative in Alabama
formally offered a bill (HB 58) creating a high school elective course
called “The Bible and Its Influence” and specifying the Bible Literacy
Project book as its textbook. 28 The reaction to the bill by some
legislators and citizens can only be described as a firestorm.
Predictably, some complained about the specification of one textbook
in a state law, arguing that it would impinge upon local sovereignty
over education.
Other objections, however, were considerably more pointed.
Republican State Senator Scott Beason suggested that the Bible
Literacy Project textbook was, in fact, slanted against the Bible.
“Beason questioned the appropriateness of some of the questions the
textbook asks students, such as: ‘If God is good, why does he allow
bad things to happen?’”29 For him, this question appears designed to
undermine students’ faith—despite the fact that it is the very question
posed by the biblical classic, the Book of Job.
Two members of the State Board of Education issued a
press release implying that the Bible Literacy Project’s course relied
entirely on its textbook and did not even use the Bible.30 Attached to
the press release was a series of charges and complaints about the
Bible Literacy Project from a “fact sheet” distributed by a number of
socially conservative groups, such as the Christian Coalition of
8
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Alabama and Concerned Women for America of Alabama.31 One of
these state board of education members alleged that the Bible Literacy
Project textbook was theologically suspect,32 a charge that had also
surfaced earlier in Odessa.33 The Alabama Eagle Forum sent out an
online newsletter with similar complaints.34
Faced with opposition on multiple fronts, the Democrats’ House
bill was voted down on February 7. Republican Senator Scott Beason
explained his opposition to Agape Press, again charging the Bible
Literacy Project with undermining Christianity and for political
correctness. “For instance,” the journalist wrote, “Beason points out,
in citing eras, The Bible and Its Influence resists using the traditional
descriptors ‘BC’ and ‘AD,’” and instead uses BCE and CE. Beason
also drew attention to discussion questions such as “If God allows bad
things to happen, can he really be considered good?” and “Did Adam
and Eve receive a fair deal from God?” “Those examples,” Beason
argues, “are among the ‘multiple references’ in The Bible and Its
Influence that ‘question the sovereignty of God, and question whether
or not God’s Word is inerrant, and many, many things that I don’t
think K-12 students ought to be subjected to.’”35
Republican Representative Nick Williams issued a press release
titled “Bible Distortion Bill Defeated.”36 “Normally,” he wrote,
“I would be all for this type of legislation, but this bill promoted
a certain liberal textbook instead of promoting the Bible. As
conservative legislators, we could not allow this terrible bill to
pass. It would have had a very negative impact on our teenagers.”
Rep. Williams expressed support for the National Council on Bible
Curriculum. Within a few months, both Williams and Beason
accepted invitations to serve on the National Council’s Board
of Advisors.
Despite the failure of the House bill, three weeks later a Democrat
introduced similar legislation in the state Senate (SB 499). Like the
House Democratic bill, this one specifically mentioned the use of the
Bible Literacy Project’s textbook. Unlike the previous bill, however,
it also specifically allowed for the use of other textbooks. It also
stated that “textbooks and curriculum shall have endorsements
and contributions from widely recognized scholars, educators, and
theologians. The publishers of proposed textbooks and curriculum
9
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shall demonstrate clearly that they have used a broad array of sources,
and have engaged an extensive list of educational and religious
groups, to ensure a fair and balanced curriculum that does not
promote one particular viewpoint or church teaching.” Despite a 4-2
approval in the Education Committee (March 9), the bill never came
to a vote.
Republican bills in both the Alabama House and Senate suffered
a similar fate. The House bill (HB 545), sponsored by over fifty
legislators, proposed the creation of an elective high school course
called “The Bible” and specified the textbook: the King James
Version, a translation favored by many conservative Protestants. The
specification of the Bible as the textbook should probably be
interpreted as a nod to the National Council, which uses only the
Bible as a textbook, and thus a slap at the Bible Literacy Project. The
Senate bill (SB 472) was more generally worded, creating a Bible
elective and specifying that local districts could select a curriculum
from a list of resources approved by the State Board of Education.
Both bills died at the end of the legislative session.
How did the Bible Literacy Project become so controversial
to Beason, Williams, and other Alabama legislators? Most of the
criticisms of the Bible Literacy Project mentioned above originate
with two online columnists, Berit Kjos37 and Dennis L. Cuddy.38 Both
assemble a list of passages from the textbook that they argue belittle
the Bible and the Christian faith. Their columns would have gone
largely unnoticed—if not for the promotion of their claims by the
National Council on Bible Curriculum and its ally and co-sponsor, the
American Family Association. Agape Press, the American Family
Association’s online news service, steadily ran stories about the
dangers of the Bible Literacy Project, presenting Kjos and Cuddy as
experts and repeating a few choice excerpts from their columns.39 The
National Council’s website featured links to the original columns and
to Agape Press news stories. In addition, the president of the National
Council reportedly lobbied public evangelical figures to actively
lobby against the Bible Literacy Project, and some did so, such as
D. James Kennedy, from Florida,40 and John Haggee, pastor of an
18,000-member church in San Antonio, Texas.
Kjos and Cuddy illustrate their concern by pointing to lengthy
lists of passages in the textbook that they find problematic. Of the
10
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many cases they note, perhaps a few reflect unfortunate wording on
the Bible Literacy Project’s part. Many of their criticisms, however,
are unpersuasive. Consider these representative examples, taken from
Kjos’s articles:
• Page 357 of the Bible Literacy Project’s textbook: “The
Western understanding of the movement from suffering
to redemption and the notion of an end time have been
influenced by the Book of Revelation.” Kjos is offended by
the reference to the “end times” as a “notion.”
• Page 276: “Jesus was also seen as an example of self
sacrifice that can be imitated.” . . . “On your own, try to
find examples of such Christ figures in literature, film
or even music.” According to Kjos, this is one of the most
offensive passages of the textbook, and it “undermines the
heart of Christianity.”
• Page 35: “Look up some examples of other ancient
literature and mythology of the origins of the world (such as
Enuma Elish, Gilgamesh, or Praise of the Pickax). Compare
what you read there with the first two chapters of Genesis.
Share your comparisons.” For Kjos, this “blends pagan
images with Biblical references” and is among the clearest
examples of the Bible Literacy Project’s anti-Christian bias.
Most troubling to Kjos, however, are passages that suggest
the possibility of multiple interpretations of scripture, especially
discussions that suggest two interpretive options. As an example of a
disrespectful passage, she notes the following:
• Page 19: “Jewish reading of Scripture is not overly concerned with establishing one ‘correct’ reading, and many of
the greatest scholars of the tradition have been content to
entertain several seemingly opposed interpretations of a single passage.”
For a passage that alludes to the possibility of multiple
interpretations:
• Page 31: “How might Genesis 1:28 be used to justify
either or [emphasis in original] both sides of environmental
debates or animal rights legislation?”
One might expect the primary complaint here to be one of
encouraging relativism, but the issue goes deeper. By presenting two
11
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options to students, the Bible Literacy Project is modeling what Kjos
calls “dialectical thinking,” a thought process utilized by Hegel,
adopted by Marx and Lenin and employed in the Soviet Union’s
brainwashing techniques.
Most damning for both Kjos and Cuddy are the endorsement of a
few associated with the Bible Literacy Project of the political
philosophy “communitarianism,” which, in the words of Kjos,
“places the importance of society ahead of the unfettered rights of
the individual,” a belief that she views as un-Christian. She
compares Communitarianism with Communism and with the views
of Gorbachev, Marx, and Lenin. Kjos and Cuddy accumulate
examples of passages that seem to support this sinister view of
communitarianism, such as the caption for a photograph on page
369: “These two teenagers have volunteered their time for Habitat
for Humanity . . . .”
The complaints of Kjos and Cuddy cannot be fully understood
apart from their larger conceptual framework that the groundwork is
already being laid for America to be subsumed within a New World
Order based on communitarianism, run by a One World Government
that will arise out of the United Nations. Both have written
extensively on this danger. Cuddy, for example, has written books
arguing that the government allowed September 11 to happen so that
it could curtail our individual liberties with the hope of hastening
the implementation of the New World Order.41 For Kjos, even the
well known evangelical minister Rick Warren, author of the national
best-seller The Purpose Driven Life, has adopted this socialistic,
globalizing, anti-American, anti-Christian agenda.42 In the eyes of
these columnists, the Bible Literacy Project is a part of this larger
movement and must be stopped. The American Family Association
articles never highlight this central, defining aspect of the arguments
of Kjos and Cuddy.
Cuddy’s arguments eventually made their way into outlets other
than Agape Press. Through newspaper editorials and Christian radio
talk shows, he has attempted to spread his views about the Bible
Literacy Project. Others have also championed his cause, such as a
columnist writing for the website of former presidential candidate
Alan Keyes.43
12
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What is ironic about the criticism of the Bible Literacy Project by
sectors of the Christian Right is that the individuals who created the
Bible Literacy Project are primarily conservative Protestants. A
column at the website of Americans United for the Separation of
Church and State laments the involvement of the project’s founder,
Chuck Stetson, with Christian Right groups and Republican politics.44
The association of the curriculum with Democratic bills also does not
appear to reflect Stetson’s intentions. Regardless of Stetson’s own
religious and political inclinations, the Bible Literacy Project went to
considerable effort to produce a curriculum that would be acceptable
to a broad spectrum of American society. In a polarized society,
however, perhaps the most unpardonable of sins is attempting to build
a bridge.
How the Bible Literacy Project will fare in Georgia remains to be
seen. In January 2006, Democratic senators there introduced a bill
(SB 437) authorizing state funding for Bible courses. The bill did not
specify a textbook, but its Democratic sponsors bandied about a copy
of the Bible Literacy Project’s book. The charges seen in Alabama
also appeared in Georgia, as Senate Republican Majority Leader
Tommie Williams denounced the Bible Literacy Project as “an
extremely left-wing, one-world government, one-world religion
organization.”45 Sen. Eric Johnson falsely charged, “In the bill, it
says they can’t hire anybody who’s ever had a faith experience to
teach the course.” According to Agape Press, “Johnson is warning
believers against the BLP curriculum and its textbook. He says
the course materials contain ‘politically correct, humanistic
interpretations of some scripture passages.’”46
Senate Republicans, led by Williams, introduced their own
bill (SB 79). Williams argued that “this country is built on
Judeo-Christian faith, ethics and knowledge of the Scriptures . . .
Our Founding Fathers were often quoting the Scriptures. Our
first Congress paid for the purchase of Bibles to be used in
public schools.”47
Rival Democratic and Republican bills (HB 1133 and HB 1663)
were introduced in the Georgia House. Ultimately, both the Georgia
House and Senate approved the Republican version, which the
governor signed on April 20.48 The law specifies a textbook for the
13
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course: the books “commonly known as the Old Testament” and the
books “commonly known as the New Testament”—that is, the
Protestant Bible. The bill’s designation of the Bible as a textbook is
again a veiled swipe at the Bible Literacy Project.
The law does not specify a curriculum. Instead, it requires the
State Board of Education to adopt a curriculum by February 1, 2007.
However, its sponsors have openly talked about the National Council
on Bible Curriculum’s course. Agape Press characterized it as
an attempt to introduce the National Council’s course, and, most
importantly, much of the text of the bill (now law) is taken directly
from National Council promotional materials, something which I
suspect most of the legislators who voted for it do not know. The law
was clearly written in such a way as to maximize the chances of
approval for the National Council’s course. The State Board of
Education, however, might opt instead for the Bible Literacy Project
or other curricular materials.
Georgia’s bills provided inspiration for Republican legislators in
Tennessee, who introduced bills (HB3063/SB 3220) in both chambers
on February 16. Like the proposals in Missouri and Alabama, both
bills died with the end of the legislative cycle. The next legislative
session may see similar bills offered in these states and others, and
Georgia may soon be joined by other states who plan to offer and fund
Bible courses in public schools.
As such bills become laws, state boards of education face
decisions about which curricula to approve. If they approve
multiple curricula, then local school districts will have to decide
what curriculum to use. Many of those school districts may
experience the same type of conflict and division that Odessa did.
Indeed, as far as Bible courses go, Odessa may be the wave of the
future. God help us all.

14

Politics, Culture Wars, and the Good Book

Endnotes
1 The legal question this ruling begs is how exactly does one teach about the
Bible “objectively as part of a secular program of education”? A number of
district courts have addressed this issue Gibson v. Lee County School Board,
1 F. Supp. 2d 1426 (M.D. Fla. 1998); Herdahl v. Pontotoc County School
District, 933 F. Supp. 582 (N.D. Miss. 1996); Crockett v. Sorenson, 568 F.
Supp. 1422 (W.D. Va. 1983); Wiley v. Franklin, 468 F. Supp. 133 (E.D. Tenn.
1979), supp. op., 474 F. Supp. 525 (E.D. Tenn. 1979), supp. op., 497 F. Supp.
390 (E.D. Tenn. 1980), but it is still hotly contested.
2 In Texas, 25 school districts offered a Bible course in the 2005-2006 school
year. For an overview and critique of these courses, see Mark A. Chancey,
Reading, Writing, and Religion: Teaching About the Bible in Texas Public
Schools (Austin: Texas Freedom Network Education Fund, 2006), available at
www.tfn.org.
3 Sonji Jacobs, “Making Law,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, April 21,
2006; Bridget Guttierez, “Bill for School Bible Classes Sent to Perdue,” The
Atlanta Journal-Constitution, March 28, 2006.
4 Devon Marrow, “New State Law Allows Credit for Off-Campus Bible
Education,” The State, June 18, 2006.
5 “Democratic Legislative Leaders Announce Covenant with Alabama,”
http://aladems.net/index.php?itemid=912, posted August 16, 2006.
6 Ginger Pope, “Odessans Push for Bible Elective,” Odessa American, March
27, 2005.
7 Ginger Pope, “ECISD to Study Bible Class Further,” Odessa American,
March 30, 2005.
8 http://www.bibleinschools.net/sdm.asp.
9 Members are listed in a link at www.bibleinschools.net.
10 National Council on Bible Curriculum in Public Schools, The Bible in History
and Literature (September 2005), v.
11 Chancey, Reading, Writing, and Religion, 19.
12 David McLemore, “Elective Bible Classes Prompt Concern,” Dallas Morning
News, April 30, 2005.
13 The description of the meeting is based on video and audio recordings.
14 www.tfn.org.
15 Frances R. A. Paterson, “Anatomy of a Bible Course Curriculum,” Journal of
Law and Education 32, no. 1 (2003): 41-65.
16 I have scoured the scholarly literature and found no detailed discussions
of it. Given how closely the council guards access to it, this is perhaps
unsurprising.
17 See the detailed review in Mark A. Chancey, The Bible and Public Schools:
The National Council on Bible Curriculum in Public Schools (Austin: Texas
Freedom Network Education Fund, 2005), available at www.tfn.org.
18 http://www.tfn.org/religiousfreedom/biblecurriculum/endorsements/.
19 Mark A. Chancey, “The Revised Curriculum of the National Council on Bible
Curriculum in Public Schools,” at http://www.bibleinterp.com/articles/
Chancey_Bible_Curr_Revised.htm.
15

Politics, Culture Wars, and the Good Book

20 www.bibleliteracy.org.
21 E.g., Luke Timothy Johnson of Candler School of Theology at Emory
University in “Textbook Case: A Bible Curriculum for Public Schools,”
Christian Century, Feb. 21, 2006, 31-37 cf. the support reflected in “Report of
the Sixty-eighth International Meeting of the Catholic Biblical Association of
America,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 67 (2005): 662-670.
22 Steven L. McKenzie of Rhodes College, “Review of The Bible and its
Influence,” at http://www.sbl-site.org/Article.aspx?ArticleId=465.
23 “ADL Says Bible Teaching Guide for Public Schools ‘Unacceptable,’”
http://www.adl.org/PresRele/RelChStSep_90/4821_90.htm, press release
issued November 7, 2005.
24 Letters dated December 19 and May 4 can be found at http://www.pfaw.org/
pfaw/general/default.aspx?oid=20194.
25 Jay Gorania, “Both Sides of Debate Express Strong Opinions,” Odessa
American, December 21, 2005. This paper’s description of the meeting also
includes details from audio recordings of it.
26 Kitzmiller v. Dover Area School District (M. D. Pennsylvania 2005).
27 David J. Lee, “National Spotlight on ECISD in ’05,” Odessa American,
December 31, 2005.
28 http://alisdb.legislature.state.al.us/acas/ACASLogin.asp. The bill had already
received attention in December before it was officially filed.
29 Bob Johnson, “House Turns Down Bill to Teach Bible Course,” LedgerEnquirer, Feb. 7, 2006.
30 http://www.bettypeters.com/legislation.htm.
31 Alabama Family Advocates, American Family Association of Alabama,
Christian Coalition of Alabama, Concerned Women for America of Alabama,
Eagle Forum of Alabama, and Southeast Law Institute.
32 Jim Brown and Jenni Parker, “Alabama Bill’s Required Textbook Raises
School Board Members’ Concerns,” Agape Press, December 16, 2005 at
http://headlines.agapepress.org/archive/12/162005a.asp.
33 Jay Gorania, “Board decision draws mixed reaction,” Odessa American,
December 21, 2005.
34 “Alabama’s Controversial Bible Literacy Bill,” Educational Reporter,
January 2006, available at http://www.bibleinschools.net/sdm.asp?pg=nud.
35 Jim Brown, “Alabama Legislator Hails Defeat of Bill Authorizing State’s Use
of Controversial Textbook,” Agape Press, February 15, 2006 at http://headlines.agapepress.org/archive/2/152006d.asp.
36 http://www.southalabamian.com/news/2006/0216/News/016.html.
37 See the following columns by Berit Kjos: “Could this be part of the ‘end time’
deception?” posted in 2005 at http://crossroad.to/articles2/05/bibleliteracy.htm and “A More Adaptable Bible? A Critique of The Bible and Its
Influence,” at http://crossroad.to/articles2/05/bible-textbook.htm. See also
“Twisting Truth through Classroom Consensus,” posted in 2001 at
http://crossroad.to/ articles2/TwistingTruth.html.

16

Politics, Culture Wars, and the Good Book

38 See the following columns by Dennis L. Cuddy: “The Holy Bible in Public
Schools,” posted November 14, 2005 at http://www.newswithviews.com/
Cuddy/dennis49.htm and “The Bible Literacy Project Under Fire for
‘Deception, Distortion, and Outright Falsehoods,’” Christian Wire Service,
April 3, 2006, http://www.earnedmedia.org/cuddy04031.htm. See the archive
of Cuddy articles at http://www.newswithviews.com/Cuddy/dennisA.htm.
39 See the following Agape Press articles: Jim Brown, “Author Warns Believers
against New ‘Communitarian’ Bible Curriculum,” November 9, 2005 at
http://headlines.agapepress.org/archive/11/92005d.asp; Jim Brown and Jenni
Parker, “Alabama Bible Course Bill’s Mandated Textbook Sparks Criticism,”
December 12, 2005 at http://headlines.agapepress.org/archive/12/122005a.
asp; Jim Brown and Jenni Parker, “Alabama Bill’s Required Textbook Raises
School Board Members’ Concerns,” December 16, 2005 at http://headlines.
agapepress.org/archive/12/162005a.asp; Jim Brown and Jenni Parker,
“Alabama House Rejects Bible Literacy Bill, Generating Mixed Reactions,”
February 9, 2006 at http://headlines.agapepress.org/archive/2/afa/92006a.asp;
Jim Brown, “Alabama Legislator Hails Defeat of Bill Authorizing State’s use
of Controversial Textbook,” February 15, 2006 at http://headlines.agapepress.org/archive/2/152006d.asp.
40 Jim Brown, “Coral Ridge Leader Labels Bible Text for Schools
‘Relativistic,’” Agape Press, March 2, 2006 at http://headlines.agapepress.
org/archive/3/22006e.asp.
41 Dennis L. Cuddy, September 11 Prior Knowledge: Waiting for the Next Shoe
to Drop (Oklahoma City: Hearthstone, 2002); Dennis L. Cuddy, Cover-Up:
Government Spin or Truth (Oklahoma City: Hearthstone, 2003).
42 Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002).
43 Bonnie Alba, “The ‘Bible Literacy Project’—not attacked by the ACLU yet!”
posted on March 23, 2006 at http://www.renewamerica.us/columns/alba/
060323.
44 Joseph L. Conn, “The Bible Literacy Project: Chuck Stetson’s Trojan Horse?,”
posted January 4, 2006 at http://www.au.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&
id=7762&abbr=cs_.
45 Doug Gross, “Senate Democrats Propose Bible Class for Public Schools,”
Macon Telegraph, January 18, 2006.
46 Jim Brown, “Dueling Bible Literacy Bills have Georgia Senator Crying
Wolf,” Agapepress.com, posted January 31, 2006.
47 John Blake, “Teaching the Bible: If the Book is Offered as Elective,
Here’s What High Schoolers May Find,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution,
March 18, 2006.
48 Jacobs, “Making Law.”

17

THE CARY M. MAGUIRE CENTER FOR ETHICS AND PUBLIC RESPONSIBILITY
The leaders of Southern Methodist University believe that a university
does not fully discharge its responsibility to its students and to the
community at large if it hands out knowledge (and the power which that
knowledge eventually yields) without posing questions about its responsible
uses. Through the Cary M. Maguire Center for Ethics and Public
Responsibility, SMU strives to foster the moral education and public
responsibilities of those whom it empowers by:
z Supporting faculty research, teaching, and writing in ethics that cross
disciplinary, professional, racial/cultural, and gender lines;
z Strengthening the ethics component in SMU’s undergraduate and
professional curriculum;
z Awarding grants to SMU students who wish to study issues in ethics or
engage in community service.
SMU also believes that a university and the professions cannot ignore
the urban habitat they helped to create and on which they depend. Thus, while
not an advocacy group, the Maguire Center seeks to be integrally a part of the
Metroplex, attending to the moral quandaries and controversies that beset our
common life. To that end, the Center:
z Has created an Ethics Center Advisory Board of professional and
community leaders;
z Organizes local seminars, colloquia, and workshops featuring SMU and
visiting scholars;
z Publishes occasional papers and books based on the Center’s endeavors
that will be of interest to both academics and the general public.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:
Cary M. Maguire Center for Ethics and Public Responsibility
Southern Methodist University
PO Box 750316
Dallas, TX 75275-0316
214-768-4255
www.smu.edu/ethics_center
Any of the occasional papers may be obtained from the Maguire Center for
Ethics and Public Responsibility for $2 per paper. Please make checks
payable to SMU.

Occasional Papers
VOLUME 1 “The Private and Public Intellectual in the World and the Academy”

James K. Hopkins

VOLUME 2 “Managed Care: Some Basic Ethical Issues”

James F. Childress

VOLUME 3 “Journalism as a High Profession in Spite of Itself”

William Lee Miller

VOLUME 4 “The New Media: The Internet, Democracy, Free Speech and the
Management of Temperance”

Richard O. Mason

VOLUME 5 “Look, her lips’: Softness of Voice, Construction of Character in King Lear”

Michael Holahan

VOLUME 6 “Pilgrimage and the Desire for Meaning”

Bonnie Wheeler

VOLUME 7 “Politics as a Calling”

Joseph L. Allen

VOLUME 8 “Compassion and Sympathy as Moral Motivation”

Steven Sverdlik

VOLUME 9 “Three Approaches to the Ethical Status of Animals”

Alastair Norcross

VOLUME 10 “A Realistic Vision of a Just and Effective Urban Politics”

Ruth Morgan

VOLUME 11 “A New Democratic Politics”

Ernesto Cortes Jr.

VOLUME 12 “Civic Prospects: Civic Engagement and the City”

Stephen L. Elkin

VOLUME 13 “Teaching Online Journalism Ethics”

Philip Seib

VOLUME 14 “When ‘Takings ’Happen to Good People: The Fifth Amendment

Jeffrey M. Gaba

Takings Clause and the Issue of Distributional Justice”
VOLUME 15 “A Model for Moral Leadership: Contemporary Applications”

Albert C. Pierce

VOLUME 16 “That’s All a Mule Can Do: The Ethics of Balancing Work at Home

Rebekah Miles

and on the Job”
VOLUME 17 “Moral Visions and the New American Politics”

J. Matthew Wilson

VOLUME 18 “Moral Tales: Ethics and Enlightenment Fiction”

Kathleen Wellman

VOLUME 19 “Corporate America and Its Ethical Choices”

Linda Eads

VOLUME 20 “Questioning Our Principles: Anthropological Contributions to

Carolyn Sargent and Carolyn Smith-Morris

Ethical Dilemmas in Clinical Practice”
VOLUME 21 “Saving the Past for Whom? Considerations for a New Conservation

Michael Adler

Ethic in Archaeology”
VOLUME 22 “The Founding and Defining of a University”

Marshall Terry

VOLUME 23 “Politics, Culture Wars, and the Good Book: Recent Controversies

Mark A. Chancey

Over the Bible and Public Education”
VOLUME 24 “Counteracting Ambition: Applying Corporate Compliance and

Paul E. McGreal

Ethics to the Separation of Powers Concerns with Domestic Surveillance”
VOLUME 25 “Confessions of an Expert Witness: Rhetoric, Politics, and Ethics at the

Mark McPhail

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda”
VOLUME 26 “Ethical Dilemmas for Defense Attorneys in War-Crimes Trials

Jenia Turner

VOLUME 27 “Reporter Privilege: A Con Job or an Essential Element of Democracy?

Tony Pederson

VOLUME 28 “Politics in Religious Perspective: Temptation, Tool, or Task

Robin Lovin

